T he Japanese prime minister, Naoto Kan, has called this month's earthquake, tsunami and devastation at a nuclear-reactor plant the worst disaster to hit the country since 1945. The death toll has soared past 20,000, and the full extent of the damage won't be known for some time (see News page 420).
The situation also been a catastrophe for science in Japan. Laboratories have been destroyed, and Tohoku University in Sendai, one of Japan's premier research institutions, will be closed until at least the end of next month. Many buildings can't be entered, and broken equipment and destroyed samples fill those that can. The impact stretches down the east coast to Tsukuba Science City, where 40% of the country's researchers are based. Even in the greater Tokyo area, where most facilities escaped physical damage, much research has come to a halt because of blackouts and an exodus of expatriate researchers, who have left because of worries about radiation.
Alongside the humanitarian aid that has poured in from dozens of countries, scientists around the world are offering to help their Japanese colleagues. Some have approached acquaintances, whereas others are taking more formal approaches.
The US National Institutes of Health is planning to provide temporary scientific homes for those who have lost research facilities in Japan. The Nippon Science Support Network, supported by Nature Network, is helping to coordinate scientific relief efforts from Germany; as of Tuesday, the site had 18 offers of scientific positions and other services such as computer-server space, many of them fully funded, ranging from mathematics to molecular pharmacology and plasma and astrophysics. An international grass-roots initiative is collecting small-scale support in the form of accommodation, funding, lab space and server space. The German national academy of sciences, the Leopoldina in Halle, the German Academy of Science and Engineering in Berlin, and the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities have offered €5 million (US$7.1 million) to support Japanese science. A group at the Chinese National Center for Nanoscience and Technology in Beijing has offered to host scientists. And institutions within Japan are discussing loans or donations of instruments.
Those making these generous offers shouldn't be surprised if they are not taken up just yet. Many affected scientists don't have consistent access to the Internet, and most are more concerned with the necessities of daily life. Before going abroad, scientists are trying to work out what they can salvage of their laboratories at home. And although the best thing for their research might be to move to a facility where basics such as water and electricity are not a problem, many -especially senior researchers -have work or family obligations in Japan.
This will change as researchers size up what they need to do to reconstruct their research. The best thing the scientific community can do is to keep these offers open. Young Japanese researchers, especially, should be ready to take advantage, and this could be a timely boost for the
Contact your MP!
British readers should help to change libel laws that suppress global scientific discussion. B ritain's Houses of Parliament were earlier this month the scene of a gathering by an array of campaigning and media organizations, who came together to press for reform of the libel laws of England and Wales. Amnesty International UK, Global Witness, Facebook, Mumsnet, the British Medical Journal and Nature were among those represented, urging a group of Members of Parliament (MPs) to support the introduction of new legislation.
The few dozen MPs at the meeting needed little persuading -but there are more than 600 others, and more proposed legislative issues nation's science: in the past ten years, the number of young researchers travelling abroad has fallen dramatically, producing an insular research community that could benefit from more outside contact.
The destruction also brings research opportunities. The devastation shows the power of tsunamis and earthquakes and the seriousness of energy shortages, and associated medical problems could bring home the importance of science to a generation of uninterested school children, whose curriculum currently contains less science than at any time in recent history. Ryoichi Matsuda, a biologist at the University of Tokyo, suggests that the tragedy could be used to re-emphasize "science education for survival".
Rebuilding also has its benefits. Scrapping of old nuclear reactors will open discussions of other options, such as the introduction of geothermal energy. Tohoku University administrators are talking about improving the institution's infrastructure, which could see wider refurbishment of outdated facilities.
In a time of such death and devastation, the scientific infrastructure will, of course, not be the country's first priority. Scientists throughout Japan are preparing for cuts to help the northeast get back on its feet. But the nation cannot survive without science and technology.
The Japanese government will, no doubt, step up to the challenge of rebuilding its science, but there will be a long struggle to build a solid foundation, and many research lives could fall through the cracks. Those who are creating windows of opportunity for Japan's needy scientists should keep them open. And others might want to think about opening more. go.nature.com/xhunqv than can be handled within the current Parliament, before the next general election. So the fight for the attention of MPs will be crucial in the coming months. It is a fair bet that few of them, if any, have ever heard from constituents on this issue. But they do pay attention to their mailboxes, and there is now both an opportunity and a need for anyone concerned about these issues to help to ensure that essential legislative reform is seen through.
The good news is that all three of Britain's main political parties support such reform. Over the years, it has become increasingly clear that the burden of libel litigation falls too heavily on those who write about misconduct and bad practice. And with the global nature of the Internet, anyone outside the United Kingdom can sue anyone else outside the country using this law, provided that the libel was accessible to readers in the United Kingdom. Journalism on scientific issues has been acutely affected, and the need for reform and examples of problems within science were highlighted in these pages last year (see Nature 464, 1104; 2010).
At Nature, we have too often been hindered in our core mission because of legal risks. On one occasion we were unable to link to a university's website to point our readers to the outcome of a mis conduct investigation, associated with the retraction of a research paper, because of a threat from the person found guilty by the university. There has been journalism about misconduct -central not only to the interests of Nature's readers but also to public trust in science -that we have decided not to commission, because we decided that the risks of costly libel action outweighed the undoubted significance of the stories. We will always pursue the most significant cases of transgression -on one occasion at very considerable legal expense. But there is a layer of less egregious yet still significant misconduct that we are not covering because of the risks of such costs.
Britain's coalition government has now introduced draft legislative reform that would allow us to perform our core mission with fewer restrictions. Part of the problem with the existing libel laws is that they place a heavy burden of proof on the defendants and have little scope for a public-interest defence -areas that will be retuned under the proposed reform. Ministers responsible for the proposed changes specifically mention the freedom of scientific debate as one focus of their concern.
The changes and a consultation paper can be found at go.nature.com/o3vw5r. We at Nature will respond to that consultation. And we urge readers to respond to the detailed questions if they are seriously interested in strengthening the ability of scientists, journalists and others to report and comment publicly on misconduct or to speak responsibly and freely about problematic products or actions of large institutions and companies. The Libel Reform Campaign -a coalition of interested organizations -has published an initial response to the draft bill making clear their view of what further changes should be sought (see go.nature.com/vdjvna).
The consultation process has a deadline of 10 June 2011. The bill will then be amended and formally introduced to Parliament for implementation in 2012. That will be another moment at which support for the bill will be crucial. But the attention of MPs needs to be sharpened now. To that end, readers in the United Kingdom should immediately contact their MPs to draw attention to the issue and to urge their support. The organization Sense About Science has published a template letter and MPs' contact details -see go.nature. com/xrdcfx and ask MPs to sign Early Day Motion 1636, tabled by Cambridge MP and scientist Julian Huppert and supported by crossparty colleagues. ■
A unifying cause

Conference of science journalists can strengthen ties between the Arab world and the West.
W ith the recent awakening in the Arab world of movements for democracy and free speech, it is timely that the World Conference of Science Journalists (WCSJ), on 27-29 June, will for the first time be held in an Arab country. Even organizing the conference in Qatar has, in its own small way, promoted collaboration between the Western and Arab journalists involved. It can only be hoped that the mingling of science reporters at the event will have a similar, and lasting, effect. Western journalists attending the conference should take the opportunity to see the Middle East, meet its scientists and learn more about how science might contribute to sustainable development of the region, and the substantial challenges it faces, in particular at this crucial and historic moment in the region's history. Support for science in the Arab world has long been at levels far below those in other countries, although there have been some recent improvements (see Nature 470, 147-149; 2011) . A twinning between the young Arab Science Journalists Association and the wellestablished US National Association of Science Writers in 2007 made the joint bid to bring the conference to the Arab world possible. That twinning also built powerful ties between science journalists in the Arab world and in the United States. Arab journalists were invited to American science and science journalism conferences, and American journalists attended the first Arab science journalists conference in 2008. There was much to learn for both sides as they shared challenges, advice and opportunities. It created mutual understanding between two regions that are often perceived as being at odds with one another.
It is a great pity, although understandable given the recent unrest and uncertainty in Egypt, that the organizers decided to relocate the conference from its original planned venue in Cairo to Doha in Qatar. It would have been symbolic to hold a major conference of journalists in a nation that has just overthrown the shackles of a dictatorship that repressed free speech and the critical thought and questioning that science and science journalism thrive on. But at least the venue has been kept in the Arab world, and has not been moved to the United States, which was discussed as an alternative venue at one point.
Holding the conference in Qatar will hopefully also provide a boost to science journalism in the region, which has suffered, as has all journalism and civil society, under authoritarian regimes. There are no dedicated science journalism courses in any of the universities in Arab states and, although there have been improvements, much of the science journalism there remains poor. The conference is a chance for Arab science journalists to rub shoulders with colleagues from all over the world and exchange their experiences. The connections made will be invaluable as science becomes more global. Many local and regional organizations are now thinking about projects they can put together to train and support science journalists. This will create a momentum to support the profession long after the conference has come and gone.
Past conferences have catered too much to Western issues, but this year's WCSJ, with a rich programme and speakers from more than 40 countries, promises to begin providing greater balance. Speakers from the Arab World, Africa, Latin America and Asia will give delegates greater insights into the science needs and challenges of the developing world. There is much reconstruction of civil society to do in the fledgling democracies of Tunisia and Egypt, and science journalism can play its own small part in prompting debate on crucial science-based issues in every sector, as well as bringing greater scrutiny to the glaring needs in research and higher education. ■ "The attention of Members of Parliament needs to be sharpened now."
